I found these two books totally fascinating, and compulsive reading in a way that no work of fiction ever seems to grip me nowadays. The areas they cover are as contrasting as one could wish for within the Four Seas. They represent the fruition of a discipline which began no more than seventy or eighty years ago with the early vegetation studies that led to the formation of the British Vegetation Committee in 1904 and later to the British Ecological Society in 1913. Both books in fact represent rock-bottom ecology, treated historically to give a factual basis for the origin of the English countryside, to replace the speculations that have held the field hitherto.
In both areas we start with the retreat of the ice some 10,000 years ago. The Fenland, which has been Sir Harry Godwin's lifetime study, has changed enormously almost within historic times. It began to take its present form only with an invasion of the sea some 2500 years ago. The fact that every schoolboy knows, how King John lost his luggage crossing it, shows how much it has changed even since the Middle Ages. The whole story is carefully built up by Godwin from detailed analysis of the peat and silt deposits, using the technique of pollen analysis that he himself pioneered in Britain. Indeed one of the most valuable features of the book is his story of those early days when ecology was almost as dirty a word among scientific conservatives as it is today among political ones.
Upper Teesdale, contrasting in every way with Fenland, has apparently had its present grassy and treeless aspect for something like 3000 years, and actually, on
